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MCEECDYA Secretariat

PO Box 202 

Carlton South Victoria 3053

28 February 2010

Dear Sirs

Attached please find a response to the Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft: 2010 – 2014 from the Primary Connections Project of the Australian Academy of Science.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this important document and to contribute to informing the development of policy designed to close the gap in educational outcomes for Indigenous Australians.

Regards

[image: image2.jpg]



Shelley Peers

Director, Primary Connections Project

Australian Academy of Science

GPO Box 783

Canberra ACT 2601
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Comment on the Indigenous Education Action Plan Draft: 2010 – 2014
from the Primary Connections Project

Australian Academy of Science

Primary Connections: linking science with literacy is an initiative of the Australian Academy of Science, currently funded by the Australian Department of Education and Workplace Relations (DEEWR). Its purpose is to improve science and literacy education outcomes in primary schools.

Thank you for the opportunity to provide comment on this important document. 

The IEAP document is comprehensive and has been collaboratively developed with wide consultation including with parents and Indigenous communities. However, consultation with students is not noted and this would enhance the credibility of the document and improve the likelihood of successful impact. 

The major concern noted is: ‘How will the proposed targets be reached?’ A policy in itself will not bring about change. Given the limited success of previous initiatives in this area, identifying effective strategies will be critical to making a difference for Indigenous Australians.

There is a clear focus on measuring outcomes of the proposed actions. Calls for evidence of effectiveness of policies and strategies is a strong and desirable component of the plan. 

In relation to the proposal for a Closing the Gap Clearing House (page 35), an online repository of reliable evidence on a range of topics:  As Director of Primary Connections: linking science with literacy I would like to draw your attention to our work on Indigenous Perspectives in primary school science and literacy education and the successes that our approach has achieved to date.

We have collaboratively developed the ‘Primary Connections Indigenous Perspectives Framework’ as a guide to schools and teachers to accelerate science and literacy learning outcomes for Indigenous and non-indigenous students. Central to the process of addressing Indigenous educational disadvantage is teachers’ development of a ‘critical consciousness’. To this end we have developed professional learning approaches to support teachers and curriculum resources to exemplify the approach.

The key components in our project to support Indigenous Perspectives include:

· A dedicated Indigenous Perspectives section on our Primary Connections website (www.science.org.au/primaryconnections/indigenous.htm)

· Development of an Indigenous Perspectives Framework (http://www.science.org.au/primaryconnections/IndigenousPerspectiveFramework.pdf)

· A dedicated professional learning module in the Facilitators training guide ‘Making Connections’

· Indigenous Perspectives curriculum links in Primary Connections curriculum resource units 

· A research report of our Indigenous Perspectives Pilot Study ‘Small study – Big Success Story’ (http://www.science.org.au/primaryconnections/IndigenousPerspectivesReport.pdf)

· A DVD titled ‘Connecting Minds’ showing classroom applications and teachers and Indigenous teacher aides discussing effective teaching strategies 

· A national Primary Connections Indigenous Perspectives consultation group 

· An Indigenous Education Consultative Body (IECB) representative on our national Reference Group

· Research evidence: Primary Connections Research Report 15 (http://www.science.org.au/primaryconnections/irr-15.pdf) This research tested approximately 1500 students of which 8% were indigenous (n= 112). Statistically significant improvements were found for Indigenous students in processes of science, literacies of science and attitudes to science.

Preliminary findings from Research report 15 in particular are that although all participating students showed improvements in science achievement, Indigenous students, in particular, have benefited from teaching based on Primary Connections, with a proportionally far greater improvement compared with their counterparts than was seen in other student groups. Although a gap between the science achievement of Indigenous and non-Indigenous students still exists, the program has demonstrated a mechanism for substantially narrowing this gap. The researcher noted:
Given the focus on closing the gap between academic achievement of Indigenous and

non-Indigenous students in Australia, Primary Connections’ impact on Indigenous students’ achievement is worthy of further research and development activity.

The Primary Connections approach has been used by the Indigenous High Achievers Program of the Aboriginal Directorate of the Western Australian Department of Education for the last two years in selected primary schools with good results, indigenous students outperforming non-indigenous students in some instances.  While the number of students involved is as yet small-scale, the effectiveness of using Primary Connections has been substantial and the Directorate has decided to continue the program. Maylands Peninsula Primary School in Perth in particular has data of changes in student achievement using NAPLAN data and using Western Australia state test results.

A showcase in December 2009 provided clear evidence, though in some cases with low numbers, that the Primary Connections approach has the potential to make a difference especially in three of the six priority domains of the IEAP Plan:

· Engagement and connections 

· Attendance

· Literacy and numeracy

It was found that science provides and engaging context for learning, students making sure they are at school on science days. This has improved school attendance. The links to home and community promoted in Primary Connections curriculum resources has resulted in students bringing in examples from home, bringing parent and grandparents to schools to tell of their knowledge eg of native plants, and sharing their knowledge in ways not seen before. Some students are writing for the first time as they record their investigations and create drawings of their observations. This provides opportunities to build literacy skills.

The Primary Connections approach is used by Scitech, Western Australia for their Outreach Programs resulting in their successful bid for funding from DEEWR of $350,000 over three years to promote science education in remote regions of Western Australia. Scitech Outreach Programs also won the Eureka Awards 2009 section for promoting understanding of science.
We would be pleased to provide further information to assist in developing strategies to close the gap in educational achievement for Indigenous students.

Yours faithfully


Shelley Peers

Director, Primary Connections Project

28 February 2010
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